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the mountain ridge of Judea and the Mediterranean and engaged
in bitter warfare with the original natives, whom they finally
deprived of a sufficient number of villages and cities to found an
independent Jewish State of their own.
Their lives cannot have been very comfortable. In the west
the Philistines, non-Semitic settlers from the island of Crete,
were in full possession of the coastal region. In some respects this
was an advantage, for this plain was a great route between the
empires of the Near East Secure amid the hills, the Jews were
able to develop their nationality and their religion. When they
began to play a part in the politics of rival empires, they lost first
their unity and then their liberty, and once more became exiles
in a strange land. In the east, one of the strangest natural pheno-
mena of which we have any record, an enormous rift in the rocks
running a straight course from north to south and going as deep
as 1300 feet below sea-level, separated their country from the rest
of Asia. This sink, which is very much to-day as it was when
John the Baptist chose it as his place of residence, begins in the
north between the Lebanon and the Anti-Lebanon, and follows
the valley of the Jordan, the Lake of Tiberias or Sea of Galilee,
which is 680 feet below sea-level, the Dead Sea, which is 1292 feet
below sea-level, and from there (for the River Jordan stops dead
in the Dead Sea, which contains 25% salt on account of the con-
stant evaporation) through the ancient land of Edom (where
the Moabites lived) to the Gulf of Akaba, a branch of the Red
Sea.
The southern part of this rink is one of the hottest and most
desolate regions of the world, fiill of asphalt and sulphur and
phosphates and other diabolical ingredients which modern
chemistry has made highly profitable (just before the Great War
the Germans founded a formidable Dead Sea Asphalt Company),
but which must have inspired the people of long ago with horror
and fear, and which made them attribute the destruction of
Sodom and Gomorrah by an ordinary earthquake to an act of
divine vengeance.
The sudden change of climate and scenery when they had
crossed the mountain ridge of Judea, which runs parallel with